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In early January, President Cesar Gaviria's administration found itself involved in a huge
controversy over the presence of US troops in Colombia. After several weeks of protests and
widespread speculation over the mission of 259 US soldiers deployed at the Bahia Malaga naval
base, the government issued a communique on Jan. 13 acknowledging that the troops are helping
to combat drug traffickers and anti-government rebels by building a military base, operating radars
and training Colombian troops. The communique, cited by the New York Times, contradicted
previous assertions by government spokespersons and the US Embassy that the US soldiers were
on a "mutual assistance mission," and would only participate in non-military activities such as
constructing roads, a school and a medical clinic.
The soldiers, from the 46th Engineer Battalion based at Fort Rucker, Alabama, and from the US
Southern Command in Panama, began arriving in Colombia Dec. 28. They are expected to remain in
the country for approximately 90 days. The Bahia Malaga base is located in the Cauca Valley, known
to be the center of operations for the Cali cocaine cartel. In addition, rebels from the Revolutionary
Armed Forces of Colombia (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia, FARC) also operate in
the area. In mid-December, Gustavo Alvarez, mayor of the town of Tulua located in the zone where
the US soldiers were expected to be deployed wrote a protest letter to President Gaviria.
Alvarez called on Gaviria to avoid allowing the US troops from getting involved in a "war on
drugs" in Colombian territory, particularly "since they have failed to free their own cities of cocaine
users." The dissident National Liberation Army-Socialist Renovation (Ejercito de Liberacion
Nacional, Renovacion Socialista, ELN-RS) rebel organization, which is currently involved in peace
negotiations with the government, issued a statement in early January similarly condemning the
mission, which it characterized as US interference in Colombia's internal affairs.
Meanwhile, on Jan. 12, the Chamber of Deputies' Human Rights Commission called on Gaviria to
convoke a special session of congress to investigate the presence of the US troops as well as recent
tensions in bilateral relations with neighboring Venezuela. The congress is normally in recess from
December to March. In addition, on Jan. 13, the Attorney General's Office announced plans to
appoint a special commission to investigate the US troop presence.
In addition to the controversy over the troops' mission, Gaviria has been criticized by members
of congress for failing to seek legislative authorization for the deployment of foreign soldiers.
According to opposition senators Fabi Valencia and Hugo Castro, both of the Conservative Party
(Partido Conservador), the constitution clearly stipulates that the executive branch must secure
prior congressional approval for the deployment of foreign troops in Colombia. Gaviria maintains
that under terms of a mutual cooperation agreement signed with the US in 1953, such prior
congressional authorization is not required.
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